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An Argentine judge has ruled that the governing Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ) does not have
to hold a primary to choose a single presidential candidate, but can go into the elections with three
candidates. With elections less than three months away, the PJ is in total disarray, and the other
major parties are not in much better shape. Most Argentine citizens are convinced that, whatever
the outcome of the elections, their lives are unlikely to improve.
On Feb. 11, Judge Maria Romilda Servini de Cubria upheld the Jan. 24 decision of the PJ's governing
body, the Congreso Nacional, that canceled the PJ primary and said the party could run three
candidates. In the April 27 elections, voters will choose a successor to President Eduardo Duhalde,
who was appointed by Congress in January 2002 (see NotiSur, 2002-01-11). Duhalde's term was to
end in December 2003, but last July he announced that he was cutting short his term, calling early
elections, and stepping down May 25 (see NotiSur, 2002-07-12). The constitutionality of that decision
has been challenged in the courts.
The 1994 constitutional reform changed part of the election law so that a first-round victory no
longer requires 50% plus one of the valid votes. A candidate can win with 45% of the vote or 40%
and a 10-point advantage over the nearest competitor. No presidential election has ever gone to a
second round, but with the top four candidates so close in the polls, a May 18 runoff seems assured.

Feud between president and former president
The chaos in the PJ, which has dominated Argentine politics since the 1940s, is largely the result
of an intense and longstanding feud between Duhalde and former President Carlos Saul Menem
(1989-1999). The two were running mates in 1989, but five years later, after Menem engineered a
constitutional change to allow him a second term, he lost Duhalde's support (1994-08-12). The PJ was
supposed to hold a primary Nov. 23 to choose a single candidate; the date was later changed to Feb.
23.
But in January, Duhalde called together the party's 900-member Congreso Nacional, which he
controls, and passed the measure canceling the primary and allowing the three principal PJ
candidates to run separately. The three are Menem, Santa Cruz Gov. Nestor Kirchner, and San Luis
Gov. Adolfo Rodriguez Saa, who was president for a week during the tumultuous period following
the resignation of Fernando de la Rua (1999-2001) at the end of 2001.
On Jan. 28, the internal political battle in the PJ between Duhalde and Menem went back to the
courts. Menem filed a motion with Judge Servini to uphold the earlier ruling that the PJ could not
abolish the primary. In reply, the Duhalde forces argued that "parties settle their differences by
majority vote" and "no minority interest can impose its wishes on the majority." They said the move
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was necessary because the voter rolls have not been updated since 1985 and could have jeopardized
the legitimacy of the elections.
Most political analysts said, however, that the main reason that Duhalde supporters voted to scrap
the primary was their belief that Menem would probably have won a primary limited to registered
Peronistas, making his re-election likely. But he is immensely unpopular among the broader
population and a ballot with three PJ candidates would give Duhalde's candidate Kirchner a better
shot at the presidency.
In recent polls, slightly more than half of respondents said they would never, under any
circumstances, vote for Menem. Voters are deeply divided on the other potential candidates, and
most blame the entire political class for the debilitating social and economic crisis.
On Jan. 31, the Instituto Nacional de Estadisticas y Censos (INDEC) released figures indicating that
urban poverty now affects 57.5% of Argentines in cities, with 27.5% who cannot satisfy their basic
nutrition needs. The figures, which reflect the situation as of October 2002, show a 9.6% increase in
poverty and a 12% increase in indigence compared with May 2002. The cities in the northeast are
most seriously affected, with 71.5% of the people in poverty and 41.9% are indigent.
Maria Laura Garcia, a media consultant and PJ member, said that, despite antipathy toward
Menem, when voters were asked who they thought would be Argentina's next president, nearly
70% indicated the former president. "That makes me think that a lot of people who would vote for
Menem don't want to say they're voting for him," she said. "They are ashamed to vote for him but
many people also believe their lives were much better under Menem than they are today."
Duhalde's pick, Kirchner, has been governor of Santa Cruz for nearly 10 years. He has a reputation
as both a skilled political operator and an efficient administrator, but he lacks a significant power
base outside his province, and no Patagonia native has ever been elected president. While
Kirchner's support has been climbing since he received Duhalde's endorsement in January, as yet
he is still only slightly ahead of Menem, Saa, and independent candidate Deputy Elisa Carrio.
The third PJ candidate, Rodriguez Saa, during his extremely brief presidency, declared most of
Argentina's US$141 billion foreign debt in default and promised an ambitious job and socialbenefits program. He portrays himself as a champion of the people who was forced to resign the
presidency by party bosses who betrayed the principles of PJ founder Gen. Juan Domingo Peron.
On Feb. 5, Judge Servini set up a meeting between Menem and PJ leaders aligned with Duhalde
to defuse the hostility between the two and work out a compromise. The effort was unsuccessful.
The judge's latest ruling was most detrimental to Menem, who was the only PJ candidate who did
not have another political group on whose name he could run. Rodriguez Saa early in his campaign
created the Movimiento Nacional y Popular, while Kirchner formed the Nuevo Espacio Renovador.

UCR still waiting for a candidate
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The Union Civica Radical (UCR), the second-largest party in the country, is also in limbo. Its
November primary was accompanied by charges of fraud, and Judge Servini ruled that the elections
must be repeated in three provinces, Chaco, Formosa, and San Juan, on Feb. 16. Those results will
determine whether the UCR candidate will be Deputy Leopoldo Moreau or Sen. Rodolfo Terragno.
Many of the party's traditional supporters are switching their allegiance to former UCR members
Elisa Carrio and former finance minister Ricardo Lopez Murphy, who are running as independents.
The two-party system that has characterized Argentine politics for 100 years "is today in crisis and
probably in the process of dissolution," said political analyst Rosendo Fraga. "The UCR, the linchpin
of the system for the entire 20th century, has been disarticulated as a national electoral force."
Sociologist Torcuato Di Tella sees an eventual runoff as positive. "Whoever wins will come out
stronger, since he will be able to say that he was elected by millions of Argentines," said di Tella.
"And, it will open the process to political alliances, which are the foundation of any mature
democratic system." The next battle within the PJ has already begun. It centers on which of the three
candidates will use the PJ symbols, especially the images of party founder Peron and his wife Evita.
Judge Servini's ruling said that it is up to the party to work that out, but, if it cannot, the matter
would be decided by the Junta Electoral Nacional (JEN). Menem immediately filed a motion with the
JEN for the "exclusive" use of the party symbol and images of Peron and Evita.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

